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Abstract:  Within a broader study, published in the book Drugs and Women, we conducted a 
research on the Internet, drugs and women. We have thus tried to go back to the same online 
communities explored for other research on drugs and the Internet, conducted 3 years ago. 
However, among the 7 communities analysed, we have observed online that most of those 
active in 2009 have become extinct. 
From the remaining websites and in those that have changed domain, various social media 
channels have been opened. 
This may mean that the discussions have moved to external social networks, and that 
websites or parts of websites dedicated to forum and not to other services were closed. Only two 
websites still have a virtual community: the first one provides content, information and services, 
but also a lot of pornography, while the other one has the structure and functioning, in fact, 
completely identical to a social network based on user-generated content. 
This seems to indicate the possible end of virtual communities as they were encoded by 
Rheingold [1994]. As already shown in the 2009 study, those who participate in discussion on a 
social network site could not perceive themselves as specific members of the community, but as 
users of social media that can provide them contact for other pages in which they intervene, to 
which they adhere or for which they click “I Like”. The user does not even have to looking for 
news or information but simply subscribe to the RSS feed to receive news on his custom web 
page or smartphone [Vergani 2009]. 
If the feeling of belonging disappears as geopolitical-identity phenomenon in more 
technologically integrated society, we might imagine that the same is happening to the 
"traditional" online communities. 
Finally, we wonder if in the web it is occurring something like a passage from mechanical 
solidarity community to organic solidarity society. 
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community, organic solidarity society 
 
(The first, second, third, and eighth paragraphs were  written by Nicola Strizzolo; the fourth, 
fifth, and sixth seventh by Alessia Bertolazzi) 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Conducting research on the relationship between female gender and Internet 
websites whose content was meant to be linked to the world of drugs [Strizzolo 2012], 
we returned to arenas that we had explored in a previous ethnographical research within 
the online communities connected with gatherings and meetings of youths [Strizzolo 
2009]. 
In the first work we had considered the following arenas: 
• "RND promotion"i: a web site dedicated to the calendar and the sale of tickets 
for parties with DJs of Techno, Hard-core, Hard-house and Trance music all 
across Europe; currently, the page dedicated to the reports of the parties, in 
Prato CIRN Community Informatics Conference 2012-Refereed Paper 
 
 
2 
 
 
which the community of participants and the lovers of the music genre could 
intervene, is no longer available; 
• "Shockraver.free.fr": the site used to represent a reference point for information 
on raves; inside it, people who shared the core values included into the 
manifesto of the "rave culture" published on the website, could post photos  of 
the festivals, comics inspired by the parties, images of lost and found dogs after 
the parties, adverts of the sale and purchase of instruments for the parties (vans 
and speakers); the site has not been updated since 2009; 
• "Goabase parties_and_people" is a web portal offering information on Goa 
parties across the planet, it enables the user to add self-generated contents and to 
create multimedia forums integrated with other channels, such as private chat or 
via SMS; the site is still very popular and it is expanding since 2009; 
• "Rototomsunsplash Forum" technically it appeared as a sub region of the 
official site of the "Rototom Sunsplash"ii, the primary circulation arena 
dedicated to the Festival, a place of meeting and organization of what has been 
called the people of Sunsplash. It has now been removed and the site refers to 
external social networks; 
• Www.mariuana.it (web address, but also the name of the site) was proposed to 
the public as the "first and most comprehensive site on hemp"; on its inside, a 
strong community came alive, supporting the purchase of seeds, the cultivation, 
the consumption, the legal assistance and action for the liberalization of 
cannabis use; the site has been removed; 
• Enjoy.comiii described itself as "a community dedicated to peace, love and 
legalization [of soft drugs]", currently the domain belongs apparently to a 
commercial agency related to living, dining, traveling and having fun, which 
requires an email address, but then does not give access to any site. The original 
site has moved into the domain www.enjoint.info, with a series of forums 
dedicated to more topics, not only related to cannabis; 
• The forum Marijuana-forum.netiv, whose domain has been bought back and is 
now for sale. This forum could be accessed from the website Freecannabisv, 
which presented itself as "the anti-prohibitionist site born from the ashes of 
hemp." The community was similar to the previous two. In this one, users went 
up in level from basic to master grower (canapiere-hemper) proportionally to 
interventions and replies given to users requests. The site, unlike any other of 
the examined sites, has still a section on hard drugs and sections dedicated to 
pornographic material. However now the material related to pornography 
occupies a large part of the site, even preventing an optimal navigation of it; in 
an intrusive way, windows of commercial offers related to sexual performance 
are opening. In any case, the site has been enriched with all of the web 2.0 social 
media through which one can meet other users in order to discuss and exchange 
messages, and with an experimental web radio and a link to a discussion group 
on Googlevi. 
 
In all the above listed communities there were strong expressions, through linguistic 
acts, of belonging and gratitude towards the help of the community, and of distinction 
between in-groups and out-groups, with real forms of exposure, labelling and sanction 
to those who did not follow the principles and values of the community, even offline, 
thus showing continuity between the online and offline interactions [Strizzolo 2009]. 
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Most of the sites hosting the communities analysed in 2009 are now extinguished 
and from recent researches on the Internet, it has not been possible to find other 
websites as easily as in 2009. In fact, using the same techniques of the previous research 
[Strizzolo 2009], it was not possible to find active communities outside the 
mainstream’s social media, or rather secondary arenas (discussion forums) of primary 
arenas [Slevin 2000], such as websites of a community dedicated to party or drugs 
topics. 
  From the remaining sites, or those with a modified domain, different channels to social 
media are now opened. This may mean that the discussions have moved to external 
social networks, while the sites or the parts of sites dedicated to forums and not to other 
services have been closed. Compared to those analysed in 2009, the surviving sites are 
only two: the first provides contents, information and services, but mostly pornographic 
contents; the second, instead, has a structure and a functioning very similar to a user 
generated content’s social network and it is the one that, within a few years, has grown 
from 57,352 registered members (mid-January 2009) to 93,346 (9 April 2012). 
This would seem to indicate the possible end of virtual communities as codified by 
Rheingold (1994), Turkle (1995), Maldonado (1997), De Kerckhove (1999), Pravettoni 
(2002), Metitieri (2003), with some incursions by Bauman (2001) vii. 
Therefore, a work of analysis and comparison between online communities and 
social networks has been undertaken, combining the results of the online ethnographic 
research ended in 2009 with the results of a later quantitative survey through Google 
Insight and Google AdPlanner. 
 
2. The sociological hypothesis 
 
Those who take part in discussions in social networks may not perceive themselves 
as members of a specific community, but as simple users of a social media offering 
contacts to other pages to which they take part, to which they subscribe or for which 
they click "like". The user does not even have to go in search of the information or news 
anymore, but, simply by signing up to the RSS feed of a website, he receives the 
requested news on his own personalized page and on his smartphone [Vergani 2009]. If, 
in the technologically integrated societies, the sense of belonging disappears as a 
phenomenon of geopolitical identity, we might imagine that the same thing is happening 
to the "traditional" virtual communities. 
It might be possible to identify a changing direction of the online society (which is 
increasingly melted with the offline one) analogous to that which has been first 
described by Toennies and then re-codified by Durkheim, in a transition from a 
community (or a set of online communities tendentially not contiguous) based on a 
mechanical solidarity (perhaps the first online communities were not segments joining 
interests and topics around a group, which could therefore be defined as monolithic) to 
one based on an  organic solidarity, with a specialization and differentiation within the 
larger network offered by the social networking websites, within which control is 
reduced, freedom of choice is increased, and perhaps, therefore, we notice a greater 
anomie than in the first communities regulated by the members, not infrequently 
disturbed by young flamers (Rheingold 1994 ) quickly expelled by the administrator of 
the sites. 
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The concept of liquid modernity, as never before, may be related to the contribution 
of the new social networks that put relations online in a liquid way, diluting the concept 
itself of friendship. 
In Facebook, for example, everyone is the owner of his own self page (even if not the 
copyright holder of the inserted images), he may include or exclude whom he wants and 
he can represent himself as he likes, except for expressions detrimental to binding and 
popular interests in the society, such as the dignity of other people, of groups and of  
business interests. 
 
 
3. Which communities?  
 
Already at the end of the last millennium, there were those who argued that it was 
time to declare the end of the virtual communities (Green 1999). The author compared 
the concept of tout court community with the phenomenon referred to as online 
community. In the real world there may be high barriers to entry into communities, 
based on age, gender, class, as well as limits of temporal and geographic nature. In 
addition, there are no free zones in the community in which it does not penetrate, at 
least as a product of socialization able to influence the action, or in which one can 
isolate himself to talk in private when and how he wants, without incurring forms of 
sanctions. 
However, through the results of a study, Green drew attention to the sense of 
belonging and emotional investment of the young people involved in virtual 
communities. The real consequences of virtual communities were such as not to declare 
the end of virtual communities, but to convert their statutes from virtual communities to 
online communities (Green 1999). Later, over the past 10 years, the patterns of 
interpretation of the network have led to a paradigm of action of the network (Castells 
2002, Rivoltella 2003) and to new methodological perspectives (Rogers 2009). 
We therefore consider fundamental to recall the definitions of community in 
classical sociology (mostly taken in opposition to the concept of society), those better 
known of online communities and eventually those of social network ‘sites (SNSs). 
 
4. Community in classical sociology 
 
In classical sociology, the concept of community and society and the related ideal 
types are used to describe the transition from pre-modern to modern times, from an age 
based on agricultural and rural community to modern metropolis as result of 
industrialization, with the consequent bewilderment of people and loss of values (so to 
say from Durkheim's anomie, to the Marxist alienation, to the depersonalization of 
relations in Simmel and their rational-bureaucratization in Weber, until the liquid 
modernity of Bauman). 
According to Tönnies, founder of the sociological concept of community, this is an 
example of a long-term and genuine coexistence, while in the society, living together is 
something temporary and outward (Berti 2005): "The community must be understood as 
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a living organism, and society instead as an aggregate and a mechanical product 
"(Tonnies 1979: 46). 
The theory of community proceeds on the basis of the perfect unity of human wills 
as its original or natural condition, that has been preserved in spite of and through the 
empirical separation, posing as a variety of forms depending on the required nature and 
given by the relationships between individuals otherwise affected (ibid.: 51 ). 
Society is based on competition and not on brotherhood and this results in a 
conventional sociality whose supreme rule is kindness: it consists of an exchange of 
words and compliances in which everyone seems to be at everyone’s disposal and they 
all seem to estimate others as their peers, but in which, in reality, each one only thinks 
of himself and is concerned with affirming his importance (ibid.: 97). 
It can only emerge the comparison between an online community oriented to a topic 
or to common interests and the relations inside the SNSs, aimed instead to their profile 
page which negotiates space and attentions with the activities of other profiles. 
Tönnies identified a clear example of community in the sharing of religious belief: 
above all, religion expresses the culture of the relation with something that is not 
depending on us, it is not negotiable, and is therefore unavailable just like the 
community (Berti 2005). In addition to the communities of language, costumes and 
faith, profit, travel and science societies are created. There is no mention of "monastic 
societies" but of "monastic communities" and at the same time there is no mention of 
"financial communities" but of "financial societies". 
In fact, the first social networks were representative of associations that combined 
elitist courses of study or associations of potential entrepreneurs (Boyd, Ellison 2007). 
According to Durkheim, society compared to the community "represents a whole 
greater than the sum of its parts, which are the individuals, but also the collective 
modalities of individual acting and thinking" (Berti 2005: 38). 
In pre-modern societies, what brings communities together is the mechanical 
solidarity between individuals fused together by a collective consciousness. A lower 
level of homogeneity, instead, characterizes modern societies. Since there are 
substantial functional differences in the contribution that each one can offer to the 
others, both in terms of individuality and working skills, what is able to maintain a 
social order is organic solidarity. Precisely, according to Durkheim, It is the process of 
functional differentiation taking place in modern society to lead to a rapid clearing of 
the mechanical solidarity in favour of the organic solidarity, based on the division of 
labour (Berti 2005). Mechanical solidarity is "only possible to the extent that the 
individual personality is absorbed by the collective personality", while organic 
solidarity is "only possible if each has his own field of action and consequently his own 
personality" (Durkheim 1979: 145). 
The main difference between mechanical solidarity of pre-modern societies (and 
communities) and organic solidarity typical of modernity (and of societies) is that the 
latter is based on functional differentiation; in the first case individuals equally 
participate in the construction of common good, in the second one they participate 
according to the specificities borne by each person (Berti 2005: 37). 
We feel the need to bring here some references and queries: facing the proliferation 
of virtual communities on the Web, Lévy spoke of collective intelligences (1996); in 
view of the social reticularity of the SNSs, Boccia Artieri instead speaks of micro 
worlds (2012), based precisely on the difference. In fact, through user generated 
contents (UGC), web 2.0 gives each user this possibility: to contribute to its space 
interlinked with other spaces, based on his own technological skills and on his 
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individual experiences - "differences that create differences," _ quoting the words of 
Boccia Artieri (2012). 
If the division of work is the basis of the organic solidarity that harmonizes the 
society, in a time when every job is precarious and therefore placed in the background 
of identity (which has become precarious itself), on which solidarity shall the 
postmodern society be based? 
Could it be that the homophilia of the relations in the SNSs (Boccia Artieri 2012) but 
also the homophilia of search engines, which rules the drift of cognitive possibility of 
the states of permanent connections, might become the form of solidarity of micro 
worlds that are communicatively merged (com-fused) (Strizzolo 2011) between the 
offline and online world of the digital natives? 
Let us now define communities and associations, in opposition to the communities, 
according to Weber. For Weber, the community takes the form of membership: 
a social relation must be defined community to the extent that the provision of action 
is based (...) on a common membership subjectively felt (emotional or traditional) by 
individuals belonging to it (Weber 1968: 38). 
According to the author, the social form tends to assume the characteristics of the 
community when social actors move along the axis of the affective behaviour or of the 
traditional behaviour, while when there is predominance of a rational behaviour with 
regard to the purpose or a behaviour with regard to the value, the forms of the 
association are declined: this is not a community around a common feeling, but around 
the most common social interests, such as traders’ associations, entrepreneurs’ones, etc.. 
Here they return, embryonically, the forms of the early SNSs and in fact associations 
assume in Weber the form of social bodies similar to modern SNSs. 
Another important aspect in the Weberian analysis is related to the genesis of the 
community. For Weber, there is a very close connection between community and 
charisma, in the sense that communities are formed around a charismatic individual and 
remain so only as long as the charisma of the "prophet" lasts, just to take then the form 
of associations. Communities are formed through the individual actions of a charismatic 
leader. The origin of a community from an individual action seems to be very topical 
today, if you just consider how many virtual communities are born, how they grow and 
eventually how they end. (Berti 2005: 27). 
For Simmel (1955), the crisis of the community is due to the increasing complexity 
in modernity. Simmel, by using before Weber the instrument of social types to clarify 
exactly the on-going transformation in the transition from pre-modern to modern, from 
village to metropolis, from the community to a complex society, defines the "social 
type" of the foreigner, which contributes to define the quality of the intersubjective 
relations in modern societies (Berti 2005). As we shall see, the figure of the stranger 
recalls intersubjective relations within the SNSs. Simmel, by "sociological form" of the 
"foreigner", refers directly to the traveller "that today arrives and tomorrow will stay." 
The stranger is an individual shifting enough not to completely being part of the 
community but stable enough so to pose the problem of defining his position (Tabboni 
1990: 39). He, though not being part of a particular environment, from his entrance 
succeeds, however, to introduce new or innovative features. 
Simmel describes thus the relation of the foreigner with people around him: 
«The distance in the relation means that the near subject is far, while being a 
foreigner means that the far subject is near. In fact, being a foreigner is of course a 
totally positive relation, a particular form of reciprocal action» (Simmel 1998: 580). 
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It is surprising how such a statement seems to anticipate many of the thoughts on the 
first means of mass communication (Lippmann 1922), on the changes produced by 
these on the culture (McLuhan 1967), in the relations (Meyrowitz 1993) and in the 
relationships of people on the Internet (Boccia Artieri 2012). 
Through his analysis, Simmel anticipates that in the metropolis the chance to 
constantly turn on and off new relationships, to come and go from unlimited social 
circles, provides a sense of interchangeability of the other and a loss of uniqueness in 
people (interchangeable on the economic value of their performances). As we shall see, 
this view is similar to the criticism that Bauman will do to virtual communities. 
 
5. Virtual Communities 
The international literature on virtual communities has referred to a shared system of 
interests, values and emotions. 
According to Rheingold (1994), virtual communities are social nuclei that arise in 
the net when some people are constantly involved in public debates and weave 
interpersonal relationships. 
Spontaneity is one of the success factors of these new communities, along with 
informality and lack of control hierarchies that offer the chance to bring out one's 
individuality. For Rheingold, cyberspace communities were also born in response to the 
general discontent caused by the disappearance of informal public spaces in real life and 
therefore they play a very positive role. 
The author identifies three key elements: the social capital of the network, 
understood as the ability of the virtual communities to socially colonize new spaces, 
welcoming new elements; the knowledge capital, meaning the total set of skills, abilities 
and personal experiences made available to the community, and finally, the social 
communion, that is, the sense of closeness, presence and sharing felt by being involved 
in a virtual community (Rheingold 1994). 
For De Kerckhove, there are two fundamental criteria for the statute of the virtual 
communities: relevance and punctuality (1999). The first is the ability of a community 
to interact by building a proper match between supply and demand of interaction and 
learning by binding itself around an event or topic that adequately arouse the interest of 
the community. The second is a characteristic that comes directly after the removal of 
distances and crossing times allowed by the networks, and that on the Internet is 
identified with the concept of "just in time". 
For Turkle, virtual communities represent a haven to the loss of communities in the 
real world and to the anonymity in post-modern social life (Berti 2005). These are 
communities which are characterized by two types of bonds: strong and weak. The 
strong ones are given by the coexistence even outside the network; the weak ones are 
generated within the community through the online interaction. 
Tomas Maldonado criticizes instead the fragility implied in virtual communities: if 
in reality, within a community, there are tools to manage conflicts and to negotiate 
possible solutions, virtual communities exist only if there is complete homogeneity of 
positions and interests within them, otherwise they do not withstand possible conflicts 
between their members. This results in weakness and dissolution of communities that do 
not survive differentiation, an unstoppable process itself related to the complexity, even 
more due to the soaring online accesses after the year 2000. Communities exclusively 
based on affinity and communality of particular interests cannot bear and overcome 
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conflicts. Dewey already said: it's not a friendship to give birth to a community of 
interests; it is the community of interests to give birth to a friendship (1916). 
Furthermore, unable to articulate and manage the confrontation, virtual communities 
can not be a real support for democracy: 
Virtual communities, as associations that derive from a free and spontaneous 
confluence of subjects with unanimous views, are communities with poor internal 
dynamics. Because of their high degree of homogeneity, they tend to be significantly 
self-referential. And not infrequently they behave like real sects, in which the 
exacerbation of the sense of belonging leads, in fact, to exclude any difference of 
opinion between the members (Maldonado 1997: 20). 
Bauman, collaterally to the loss of communal horizons in liquid modernity, also 
criticizes virtual communities, characterized, according to the author, by excessive 
homogeneity and poor moral commitment. In the presence of cohesive groups under the 
similarity of interests and ideas, we fall into closure and sectarianism. The possibility to 
escape from the relations through a simple "click" relieves people of responsibilities 
represented by forms of dialogue and debate. He identifies the virtual communities of 
the chats, characterized by extreme transience and lack of meaningful ties, as "crutch 
community " (2001: 69), in which people leave their concerns, abandoning them, each 
time, on new crutches.  
Peculiarity of crutch communities is the superficial and frivolous, as well as 
transitory, nature of the bonds established between the respective members. Such bonds 
are fragile and short-termed, since it was agreed in advance that they might be dissolved 
upon request, they also cause few problems and arouse little or no fear (Bauman 2001: 
69). 
The last interpreters of the new millennium summarize the definitions of virtual 
communities as follows: 
«A group consisting of people who came into contact through the net (www, irc 
channels, mud, etc.) they feel as part of this group, participating and creating 
communication relationships and, sometimes, relationships with other members » 
(Pravettoni 2 002 173); 
«Group of people who came into contact through the Web, driven by a communion 
of interests, and who have developed and maintain a strong sense of belonging to the 
community itself» (Metitieri 2003). 
6. Social Network 
 
Within our research, we will use the definition of SNSs developed by Boyd and 
Ellison who, having dealt with their historical evolution and comparing many 
international researches, develop the aspects that make SNSs unique compared to the 
previous CMC systems: 
We define social network sites as web-based services that allow individuals to 
construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, articulate a list of 
other users with whom they share a connection, and view and traverse their list of 
connections and those made by others within the system. The nature and nomenclature 
of these connections may vary from site to site […]. 
What makes social network sites unique is not that they allow individuals to meet 
strangers, but rather that they enable users to articulate and make visible their social 
networks [Boyd, Ellison 2007]. 
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The possibilities for the user obviously vary from system to system: it is possible to 
build profiles by inserting materials in multiple formats generated by the users; to 
display the list of people with whom one is in contact; to make public or not one's 
profile; to write on walls of contacts or groups; to see a list of people who might 
somehow be connected; to report events and products; to communicate the ratings of the 
above; to use the features from any mobile device and through them to tell where one is 
and what he is doing at any time, supporting the report with multimedia content 
produced in real time; to be informed about other channels for eventual  updates that 
may interest us, on the SNSs we are registered to (and also from other information 
platforms). 
In brief, it appears that people use SNSs such as Facebook to be in relation with 
people they already know outside of the online world (Ellison et al., 2011). 
At last, from a comparison with other studies, it is possible to point out the main 
differences between virtual communities and SNSs: 
 
• Self monolithism vs. openness, based on freedom of self-expression through the 
construction of the personal profile and through the prevalence of strong ties 
(networks external to the technological device) compared to weak ties, that continue to 
make potentially open in an unlimited way the SNSs; 
• Concentration on the relation and on the profile for SNSs instead of on the topic for 
virtual communities (Boccia Artieri 2012), an aspect that made the community more 
open to the users  (this is a difference with the communities in the traditional offline 
sense), but stiffened the possibility of expression and argument; 
• Sense of liquid friendship of SNSs vs. sense of belonging of the virtual communities 
(although weak, crutch communities, interchangeable, as it had already been pointed 
out earlier first by Simmel and then by Meyrowitz in modern personal relations first 
and communal after); 
• Greater impact in the diffusion of evidences of government scandals and management 
of revolts of the SNSs (Auer 2011), compared to virtual communities. 
 
7. Quantitative research 
 
As qualitative research, we have referred to the studies of digital ethnography led in 
2009 and in 2012: compared to 7 community-sites active in 2009, the only website and 
supported online community that has survived as a gathering place for new contacts, 
visibly growing (day by day new subscribers are visible, and they almost doubled 
within three years, reaching 97.300 users on September 3rd 2012), is "Goabase 
parties_and_people." Within this site, in 2009 we monitored the communication with a 
pragmatic approach and in 2012 we investigated the relation between gender, cultural 
practices related to places and trends related to drug use. The interaction around a music 
genre and niche parties takes place daily as in many other SNSs, offering the same 
opportunities to use multiple formats and channels, even among people who are 
registered since years to the platform. 
In our opinion, this is the reason why this community, anything but virtual (Strizzolo 
2009), has survived to the others: because it has focused on the possibility of freely 
creating identities through a profile, and to succesfully use the reticular properties inside 
the net in order to feed the external network of attenders of Goa parties, focusing 
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directly on the relationships between people who go to Goa parties, on events and 
rituals, played back online before and after the party. 
Afterwards, we verified our hypotheses through Google Insight, which measures the 
volume of searches for a term through Google (Bertolazzi, Strizzolo 2012), and through 
Google AdPlanner (www.google.com/adplanner/site_profile#siteDetails) that, even in 
the free version, gives the number of users and some information on their profile. 
Usually, in order to access a platform of which he does not know the address, a user 
searches the platform through keywords and the same applies for users who access a 
platform without typing the address, because it is more practical. Thus, we can argue 
that the search for key words is a valid indicator of the volume of access to sites, more 
than the number of members, because a member may potentially remain idle, but he 
contributes to raise the number of users. 
From Google Insight, using key terms such as "virtual community", "online 
community" and "social network", it comes out that the research of the first term is 
practically abandoned, little above there is the search for "online community", while the 
term "social network" is the most sought. We understand very well that there may be 
other factors, such as cultural products or theming in the public sphere, but in fact since 
2008 the search for the term "social network" had a clamorous ascent, leaving the 
communities in the background. 
With Google AdPlannerviii, we concentrated geographically within the United States, 
in order to compare data from two social networks (Facebook and Twitter) with an 
historical virtual community, The Well (www.well.com) (Rheingold 1994, Hafner 
2001). 
In the U.S.A., The Well had 22 thousand visitors within the last year (an increase of 
0% compared to the previous year), Twitter had 41 thousand visitors (15% of new 
registrations), Facebook 210 milion (an increase of 76%). 
If the trend traced through Google AdPlanner highlights the growth in recent years 
of the two SNSs,  it is difficult to project a clear trend for The Well, due to the low 
traffic. 
Looking at the personal data profile of the users, we find that 43% of The Well's 
users’age is from 35 to 44 and 57%  from 45 to 54. 
As for Twitter, however, the age of the users is distributed as follows: 8% is from 0 
to 17, 14% is from 18 to 24, 23% is between the three cohorts from 25 to 54 (25-34, 35-
44, 45-54), 6% is from 55 to 64 and 3% is over 65. 
Facebook has 7% of users between 0 and 17 years old, 9% between 18 and 24, 20% 
between 35 and 44, 33% between 45 and 54, 9% between 55 and 64 and 3% over 65 
years old. 
Based on this data, it is not difficult to predict the aging and subsequent extinction of 
The Well and instead a generation change for the SNSs. 
It should not be underestimated that even the shared culture between the creators and 
the visitors of the first virtual communities belongs to an older generation than the one 
of "digital natives" who use modern SNSs, more suited to a performative culture, that 
produces cultural contents and products which may influence from the bottom the 
cultural industry, but also the political governance (Sorice 2009; Boccia Artieri 2012). 
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It would seem that different categories, used to explain the transition from pre-
modernity to modernity (from the village community to the society of the metropolis) 
could be applied to the transition from virtual communities to the SNSs. Who knows 
whether it is presumable that in the transition from Web.2 to the semantic Web 3.0 it 
will be possible to readjust the latest categories used to interpret the transition from 
modernity to post or sur-modernity. 
In fact, our hypothesis of research found some good confirmation in comparison 
with other scholars: 
The rise of SNSs indicates a shift in the organization of online communities. While 
websites dedicated to communities of interest still exist and prosper, SNSs are primarily 
organized around people, not interests. Early public online communities such as Usenet 
and public discussion forums were structured by topics or according to topical 
hierarchies, but social network sites are structured as personal (or “egocentric”) 
networks, with the individual at the centre of their own community. This more 
accurately mirrors unmediated social structures, where “the world is composed of 
networks, not groups” (Wellman 1988, p. 37). The introduction of SNS features has 
introduced a new organizational framework for online communities, and with it, a 
vibrant new research context (Boyd 2007). 
In conclusion, by referring to Everett’s theory of innovation (2003), within the pre-
existing network the SNSs present at least three of the eight attributes of an innovation 
that increase the probability of its dissemination and adoption: compatibility with what 
pre-exist them (SNSs are open and virally reticular compared to the previous virtual 
communities, which are more closed and self-referential), the visibility of its effects 
(through multiple formats and media) and the possibility of developing new innovations 
(with SNSs new applications have been developed, encouraging users themselves to 
produce them, and the limits of applicability of the same are blurred). 
It can therefore be forecasted a long life for SNSs, as much as presumably the 
extinction of the type of virtual communities corresponding to the first mover of the 
Network. 
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